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THE ENDURING MYTHS OF

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

by Jerry Delli Priscol

[magine you are to build a seversl
ailliom dollar power plent or wasts

disposal site. How much would you be
willing to imvest to reducs the possi-
bility of project stoppege! Supposs you
ire TO mAnAge A0 aXTemsive water guslity
poTEit progrem. Would you invest one=
half of cne percent of the project funds
T2 reducs COUTT case losds by 30 or 40
pearcent? Public involvessmt in admin-
isrrative decision-making can, and has,
performed such mansgemsnt functions.

Yet somshow the public involvesant of
che L3603 and 19703 sesms less important
o che L980s' fres market ideology. We
igency buresucrats spsak of a pendulum's
sWinging back. Agency public involvemant
requlations are sodified or eliminated;
Sxigets are cut; OMB tightens citizen
advisory group regulatioms; volunteeriism
is touted oz the omly legitimate fors of
participaticn. Why the undsrcurTent of
retranchaent? (ne could cffer many Tea-
jons. [ will discuss six and then offer
opinions of where we are going with pub-
lig involvessat.

;. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = PARALYSIS OF
ACTION AND PEFFICTENCY

Host legislaciom throughout the 603
and 703 required some form of public in-
volvessnt, Along with its posictive oene-
fits of open government, thae legislation
was sometimes confusing. [n effecr,
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Congress passed laws requiring public
involveosnt at the sams time they STaTed
specific substamtive pelicy enas. For
example, Congress passsd the #2108 wacer
quality progrsa calling for cleamm

af U.5. waters by & certain date and,
further, for involvemsnt of the public
in reaching these goals. Sowe of the
best public involvemsnt dome under 108
reached the opposite conclusion—rthat
cleanup, a3 dafined in legislation, was
o0 expensivel Consequently, the good
buresucrat, conceyned with efficieatly

achisving legitimately established goals,

wvas frustrated. When all that resulted
~dS EXpansive reports and few plants,
the public was also fristrated.

More generally, public involvesent
came ©o symbolize "angi-project’ ar
"anti-buresucratic" goala. The public,
at least thole who participated, were
sean 4s adversaries, not partnera. In-
creased access meant increased delay.

As both agencies and the public turned
3 legal mscnanisms to resolve conrlice,
extrems positions solidified. The amajor

Teasons for iccesd—rca share information,

T3 creats new approaches.: and to nego-
tiate reascnable tridecffs—ware thus
subverted. The combination of access in
the hands of sxtremists, DureAUCTATLC
incransigence, LncTeased regulation, and
fizagion with legel tactica to manage
zonflict, created paralysis.

Still, 2any ourstanding exceptions
=erged. All of us concerned with pub-
lic involvemant programs sought to find
and describe them, 3ut to many within
Suresws. public involvement jimoly meant
negative paralysis. [In shert, the posi-

tive mationales for ieipation—ta
build coalitions “'p::l:“::: :w:nw:
43 & PTRCUTIOT tO actiom—werw forgoitm
Mthe_nn often viewsd differencly,-
publis imoolvemers iy Fragmatis sage-
+ Over twa thousand years ago, no
less & pragmmtist tham Paricles staved:
« « cAthemians, . . | instesd of look-
ing on discussion as » st ling
block in the way of actiom, . .,
think it m is prelim-
iNATY 10 any wise actiom at all. . .
A3 we reszsmine our public sarvics
COMMITRENES, we are in danger of sue-
cumbing to & false illusion of efficien
CF. * 50 what if we sneak into town at
night and get the hazardous waste dis-
posal licenss with no one watchning? [3
this sfficient whem citizens subsequent
shut dowm an operatiom after it's bapum
S0 what if we produce an eleganc flood
coatrol plas in four rather thanm 15
years? I3 this efficient when the proj
o<t i3 delayed by local residents and
natiomal intersst groups after 10 or 30
peTcant of capital costs have besn sunk
into the projece?

*“. .. the public invoivement
of the 19603 and 1970s seem:
less important to the 1980s

free market of ideology.”

 Effiedency is Lllusive im & plursl-
i3tic society where suthority i3 frag-
asated BCTOIS sany buress of flces and
departments. Limiving public zccess to
buresus and offices in the nzee of ef-
flclency i3 a very dangerous pach in a
ioclety that calls itaelf democratic.
If the goverrment—that mesms its admin
istrative as well as its legislative
branches —desonstraces daily disdain fo
fundamental social ideclogies, you can-
not expect the Larger public to long
hold those beliefa.

Public involvemsnt i3 syaptomaric of
broader changing social valusr in soci-
ery. Within administrative agencies,
Lt can be & tool to build conssnsus or
to find proof, or disproof, of comstit-
4enCY support for Project altarmatives.
Public imvolvement really says, “Two
heads are better than one.” However,
Lt synergistic effects cannot be reml-
ized when met by buresucratic indiffer-
ence. dAe bureavcrati should spend core
tioe summoning the creative and positiv
Power to public involvemsent than eulo-
gizing it3 policy desth. The questionm
15 not "Should we do public involvemsnt
but "Can we do anything without 1o’
Sesing public involvemsnt as equal to
paralysis of action will be an expensiv
ayth to cling to, should we 30 choosas.

L PUBLIC INWOLVEMENT =
STAND A SIMGLE POLIC

This impression is particularly
3TToNg in the narural rosources and en-
virommental policy aress, . Public in-
valvement hild come T0 LeGE FMVLITCAMENTE
iroups. Since much of its vifibilicy
“d% achieved through the Maticnal Envi-
ronmental Policy Act (NEPA), chis 13 no
SUFpTising. But even the gnvironmencal
commmity i3 beglnning to quastion the
squation. what happens whem vou achiev
Pod public involvemsnt and the resuit
i3 bad envirorment? Which beliaf is
jettisoned? Look at the debate over th
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Cismm Saters Act's 1404 permit program.
Faimy wvatsr-bassd SDOTT Ind reCrmation
Foops who tend to support ths currmt
regmlatory reform initiatives are 1in
favor of resucing the paperwert burdss
imposed by the govermment. They are
ilso im favor of werlands and 404 regu-
latioms to protect their industry, Hows
o¥eT, That 4 pATEAT PTOLIEE PTOCEISAS
over |8,000 paTEATS & Year, most of
which invelve small nd sedium-sized
individual projects| Thess sams qrouDs
becoms smoivmleat when participating in
public imvolvemsst sfiforts to writs gem=
eral regicnal permats designed. to reducs
the citizen burdes of individual permat-
ting.,

For ysars, catural resources agencias
rorEed under the comsensus of the “salf-
sridewt™ truth that sconomic develomment
vas alweys good. Ascently, sovirormencal
Frotecticm groups challenged this com-
cope with their owa “sslf-evidenc*
troths, suchk A3 decTeasing Tesources and
incressing vulssrabilicy of public
hemith. The truch lies in some blend
of these sxtremes. Public isvolvesent
i3 a "prosess® balisf thaw sssista the
wchigvemsnt of some sUbsStAntive sVHThe-
ily betwesn These views. [t i3 bevord
1 suREtEmEive single lisus Focus, Thoie
s falsely iovoke the legitimsacy or
Fusiic icvolvemsnt io the nase of fub-
itEMEive Dolicy veluss will ultimately
compromiis thelr ows credibility.

L FUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = VOCAL MINORITY

"o do thay represenc?™ How often
have you Asard, or maybe used, this
statememtT Buresocrats, a3 well a3 cic-
iiem paArticipEnTi. smel special interest

class amrway."

The fact that we sdmin-
latTators are from that ssme middls
class i3 oftem forgottenm. Rathsr thas
i redsom to discount their views, tha

2iddle class bias i3 crusial. It is
sympromatic of value differwncas within
Tur own middle class.

S0 the Sa10TitY-WiROTitY P4TIDECTive
L3 mislesaing. AGmiRIITTACOTS neesd A4
TOM TEOTRIeOtAtion of values. It i3
I8 InTeTested and committed, Those
willing to comlasce into mctiom, not
necessarily the inactive, whom we should
ieak. Soth goals are served by public
iavelvessnt and, like it or not, are
part of the burssucratic realicy. Yo
imunt of sxscutive orders will change
that reality.

““Those wito falseiy invoke the legitimacy: of public
invoivement.in the name oy substantive poilcy varues wiil
uitimareilv compromise their own credibility.’”

[TouUps, GItem claim o recTesent Cne
silent majority. [f they would omly
speak, thew, the silemt sajority, would
surwly support ocur positiom. Of course
UrMgy" fever do SOeAN: That i3 why they
are called silent. Cme comsultant has
referTed to the 3ilent ma)ority a3 the
“sythical beast.”

THose wno enthusiastically question
=he wvalidity of public participaticom
aften do 3o fesling chat they possess i
pecial hotline to the sythical beast,
This masses the poLnE, which is. a3
ATOTAET COMIULTENT 3Tates, fo cTeale
tnie gTeatast possible muomoer of unsur-
Prised apathics.” ot ayeTyDody 13, or
nerhaps should be, Lnvolved in every
iiFue. Public imvelvessat provides a
ssans for those wno fesl stromgly and
ire conssquently likely to be majer
ACTOTS. to express feslings. % s o3
~rpreseEITLon oF valuss, ROT Mecessart-
'y rmosre, wmioh is oritiogl to e

[T it doss nothing «ise, punlic in-
volvessmt confromtis the administrator
with alteTnative sets of values. level-
sowent Of techAnical opTioms without
Tublic involvessnt begins Jimoly °O
seflect the valuss of thelr Suresucrat-
i croators. Jithout suitiples “'resli-
Tims," RER caxDayers’ soney will he
LacreasLngly wasted on unrealistic ang
mimDlesentadle slteTnatiTes.

~ow oftem have you hesrd ths follows
ing statememe: 'Yell, the envirormental
ITOUDE onlY Teoresent 4 lelsurs miadle
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4 PUBLIC IMVOLVEMENT = (RRATHOMALITY

AMND INVALID MPORMATION

Early in wy carwer, | was attending
2 public seeting with several hundred
carticipants. AfteT liscening to one
FAFTICIiDANT DOUX MeT heATT Out 1N TeArs
VT A Proposed pProject, the presiding
afficer responded. "Thank you, Ma'msm.
Yo do we have any factual commemesl?*t

The officeT was unawsre that he had
Sust recelved sows of the best factual
izex anvene could ask for. Ceeling and
LATENSLTY AT® AmoMg The 03T LEDOTTINT
'f32T3” ANy AMMINIITIALOT TeOULTes O
issign waplesentable alternacives.

For us bursaucTats, armed with ad-
vANCEd SMELNSSTIOE and sciemtific
isgress, thid i3 & hard pill. Tao us,
=SOT1ONY iTe LrTATional; facts can be
separated from valuass.

Joth envirommental {rouns and buresu-
1TITS OFTAE JUMEOR The DeTsct infoTmA-
t1om” Trtn to climb out of this box:
“Tnew the public has the facts, they
«111 understand.” Yell, perfect infor-
ZAT10M Can JUsT 23 easily lesd to pars
‘ect cOoMflict 13 it fan to consensus.
!t zan oerfectly describe the realiry
3t Sasic comflicra. Yo amoune of 'face
vzal" informacion will autcmatically
:vercome sucn value comrlicts.

Y# AAMIALITTRICTOTS must realize that
fzgts and valuss are NOt SeDArate. Jur
=lagantly constructed algorithms and
srojections of the future are based on
LUSAR A3FUNDTions. TheY aTe 3Talesents
:f how we feel the world cugat to be.

And the public knows it. Ther sre nox
foals. [t takes about two months in thas
public imvolvessnt business to discover
i vETiEnt of Newrom's secomd law: for
*very Ph.L., you cam find an sousl and
TPasite Fh.D.1  Tet we continually
SoUCh T LITumeTions in commiex jargos,

TeARIUTS 4 Senss of techmical Comnes
CERCS, OT T0 ASSUT® our comtimoal rols.
Thers i3 nothing wrong with valuss.
iz only whea we demy theif sxiszemcs
that we both look suspicious and demy
UTISIYeS access to this most crucial
imzres of informmtiow.

[n our business, the ides of a puTe,
ibjective observer of nanural and s- 1
IYTemS SeTves us poorly. Actually |
+3 quastionamly jcismcs. Yote what
"hesler, tha well-inown physicisc, says
on the tooie:

Hay the universe in soms strange

ienie be STOUQAT ioto being by tna

Farticipation of those wno partici-

pate. . .. The vital st 13 the act

of “participation." Participation
is the incomerovertible new Concept

fiven by quantum mechanics. [t

3trikes dowm tha term “observer' =f

classical theory, the man who stand:
safely behind the thick glass wall
ind watches what gows on without
taking part. [t can‘t be done,

JUARTLE BechEnicS say.

If you think the public is irraticms.
™2 only have s few choices. .ne 13 to
LENOT® Chem and wait for disaster to
isacend. AnotheT i3 to tell the mublic
AT i3 good for them and force them to
iccept it. AnotheT approach is Aetter
stated by Thomas Jefferson:

I know of no aafe demository of the

ultimate powers of the society, hut

the peopie themselves: ind if we
think them not snlightensd eneugn tr

SI8TT13e their comtrol with whole-

Soms discTetion, the remedy is not

0 take 1t from them. but to inform

theilr discretion by sducation.

[n ather words, not only sust we =du
zate the public, Sut wa sust alss se
s1lling to be sducated. As whesler's
commants reflect, ind public invoivemsn:
2IpATIENCE Confirms, reality 13 a4 oro-
i=38 of shared crestioma. - Jacogn 4rr
iowskl resched & similar conclusion.

TheT® 13 not a field of acience

which has not been made over fr-s

Contirmuad om saoe &0



THE ENDURING MYTHS OF PUBLIC
z INVOLVEMENT
Comvimed from page 4

top to bottom im the lasc fifty
yeurs. Science has filled our
world becmise it has besm tolersat
and flexible snd encilessly cpem to
aew ideas. [n the best sense of
chat difficult word, science is &
damccTatic mecthod. That has besn
its strength: that and its comfi-
dence that nothing can be more
important than what i3 crue.
Adwinistrators should ssarch less for
AECUSas tO jepaTats values from facts in
our decisions and concentIRte BOTW® o0
developing skills to synthasize them.
Fablic imvolvemsat techniguss provide
tools to home such skills.

£ FUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = SUBVERSIVE
ACTION

Hobody enjoys baing threatened, and
public invelveseant can be a thresac.
Host bursaucTats are dedicated peopls
wiwo honastly do their job. It i3 hard
to understand why the reat of those
f5lks out there don't see it that way.

““The question is not ‘Shouid
we de public involvement,’
but ‘Can we do anything
without it?" "’

Howsver, 23 AdRINISTTALOFS in a4 world
of Frapmemted aachority, information i3
cur power. [t id difficult to shate
sowsr. Among other things, public in-
volvessot requires sharing infoTEAtion
and power. That Ezm be uncomfortable
g the sxpert.

Afeer all, "I spent a liferions in
traiping, worEing, and being concerned
about this i13sue. The idem thar Jos
Sizpack knows more ibout nuclear engl-
nearing or bridge building is ridicu-
lows,” While Mr. Sixpack might not
build the bridge, he 13 likely to use
it, look at it, and feel the good and
had comseguences of its construction.
In our society this qualifies him for
sarticipation in the enginesring deci-
Sioms.

A3 experts, we Bust employ our tech-
aical expertise O cCTeAre new ctechnical
sprions wnich had not previousiy been
cOMCELY e, If wa c3lk only o curselves,
zhis is difficult to accomplish. Jften
it takes ourilde and sven uninzormed
naive questions £o spur a look at that
which we thought unthinkabie. This 13
the design, or creative, aspect of pro-
fessional sngloesring which Sasuei Flor-
zan has called the "existentisl pleas-
ures of enginesriog.’

Much of the envirommantal and natural
resources debats in the 19703 centered
around forcing public enginesTing ou-
TaafcTIcies [0 CTEATE® and embrace new
zechnical solutions. Far from a chreac,
this i3 a meed which L3 crving out tor
technical sxpertise. Hot to answer Che
cTy—not t0 Tasch for Florman's “exis-
tontial pleasure' —i13 10 deny gqur coun-
Ty & newdsd technical professionalisa.
It i3 to condssn our society Tto techanol-
oy fix. ¥a becoms solutions seeking
ipplicaticn rather than problem-soiving
capabilitiss ready to create new options.
It will gradually push the expert into 2
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role of limiting, rather them i
possibilities. Yhem this mﬁ"
exparts’ legitimmcy deteriorates. If
the technical sXpeTt cannot halp our
iociety design snd cTeats new opportumi-
ties, society will quickly jettisom its
oXpeTts A8 XpenSive overhead. Public
imvelvesest i3 a principal tool to as-
1ist the technical sxrpert in providing
such service. [t i3 subversive and
threstening only to the degres that we,
urselves, have becoms sedentary, un-
enthusisstic, and facalbiscic,

& FORMGIMG SYNTHESIS IM 1988

The forward-looking administratiom of
the 19808 will ba revarded for isolesen-
tatiem, sfficiemt dalivery of services,
timaly actiom, and inmevative mixes of
private and public funding packages.
The-critical administrative skills will

be saasgesent of uncertainty, negotiaction,

coaflict management, coslition building,
ind consensus forEation—precisaly those
skills which formsd the haart of public
participation in the 1970s.

For ezamole, a busineszman's notion of

sfficiemcy 13 not simoly analyrical sco-
nomics, Tut slso isplessncabilicy. [:
loes no good Lf the deal is elegant but
fannet be closed. Public involvesent i3
in LnYesTEenEt in reducing closing costs
and closing the deal.

Competition over funds for capital
iovestaent will increase. Most projects
will requirs sultipls funding sources.

Putting together funding and cost-sharing

packages will require far more public
iavolvesant thin previously experienced.
Hore numatous funding sources bring that
2any Sore competing valuss. [ an era
of tight mcney, those putting up funds
“11l ask more penstrating questions about

0w thelr consTituencies will be affectsd.

i4 stares scTamble to meat lncrensed ser-
Jice responsibilities, and the private
jectorT perfoTEs mowe public service func-
tions, che apilicry to negoviate, to build
iwareness, o resalve conflict, and to
nave publle invelvement will grow.
Successful administrators will be
those who forge workable plans that com-
zensate local people for bearing 4 high-
'y parcelved risk—often not in dollars

. =to nrovide geographically disbursed

TYen A3Sist commmmities to wstablish
oals. Withour sgressent oa

goals, sdministrators will nesd to Ty
how to mitigate negative project sffect
within commmitiss, They will have to
i33e3s whether intractable comflice is
likaly. Successfyl admimistrators will
In!lld "wiz-win" optioms by plamaing
with, nat just for, people; by inter-
icting with, not just observing, those
impacted by their projects.

if the arparience of the 19708 taugh
us anything, it was that good project
SAnsgemant demasds o blend of analytics
!.H process skills. Sucesssful admin-
13tTators in the 19808 will encoursge
uch synthesis. The tool kit of the
mu:::l administrator will ineluds,
amon g T tools, & working knowledge
of nominal and other small Tp=-procs:
techniques; listening and commmicatio
1kills; mesting snd workshop designs;
conciliacion and mediation technigques;
valuss anmalysis and mapping skills; in:
stituticnal samlysis; policy profiling
trend and cross-impect forecasting: oo
AMITY SATYICS IEDact projectlon ssses:
mmt; and tradeoff anaiysis.

COMCLLEROMNS -

The degres to which public imvolve-
3ant i3 desd i3 in the winds of us bu-
fussucTits. FPerhaps we years for a
simpler world, for & time when conseasn
was clearer ind our job simpler. Per-
haps we carry bitter tastes of poblic
invalvemsnt sxperiences. However, punl)
invalvessnt i3 central to our social
idsology and public service respomsibil
ty. It is both a great frustraticm anx
i gTeat job. As with Pericies' aAchens.
public involvesent places us apart and
2akes us better, Thomas Jefferzon once
noted:

.the sxecuticn of the laws i3

30Te LaPOTTANT Than making them, . .

To introduce the psopls into avery

departaent of governmemt. . i3 the

anly way o i1nsure a leng-continued
and henest administration.

THE
CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
INSTITUTE

EARLY BIRD DEADLINE
APRIL 22

See page 16

‘... we can choose to see
public invoivement as a
negarive burden or a positive
opportunity.”’

AS with 2O3T iL3sues in lifs, we can
thoote to ses public invelvement as-a
negative burdsm or a positive opportum
T¥. Just a3 in other enginesring and
technical programs, we can choose to s
public involvemsnt 43 mAnAgLng procabl|
Ltie3 1N ordef to iNcTease potential
dcceptability or decrease potential car
flict. Choasing a positive outlook
TE&NS CTORCLNE LACENTive for compromise
in building a middle ground, sxpanding
ooportunities by forcing new technical
options, and building new coslir.ans
0f support. When we feel ocur tradi-
tional engineering productl relected,
we should ask whether it is the fault
3f the consuming public, or whether we
should eicher modify the old product ar
develop a new nroduct,

50 where is public involvement’®
Alive, Testing, and awaiting our call
o public sfervice.gQ




